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 ABSTRACT 
 

Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services did not have a Career Development Guide for firefighters to 

use as a reference and as a tool to help define their opportunities for professional growth. The purpose 

of this paper was to examine the benefits of career development and to compose a Career 

Development Guide for Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services personnel. Historical research methods were 

employed to answer the following research questions:  

1. What does the current literature say about career development? 

2. What benefits does the organization derive from career development? 

3. What benefits does the individual derive from career development? 

Action research methods were used to compose a Career Development Guide for Beaumont 

Fire/Rescue Services firefighters. 

The results revealed the importance of career development to the success of individuals and 

organizations. It was demonstrated how both individuals and organizations benefit from career 

development initiatives.  

It was suggested that management take steps to promote career development by: (a) making a 

formal statement of philosophy that emphasizes the department’s commitment to career development, 

(b) role-modeling life-long learning, (c) designing the physical environment to foster career development 

efforts, (d) recognizing those individuals who pursue career development, (e) utilizing good information 

control, (f) establishing higher standards for hiring and promotions. 
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 INTRODUCTION 

Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services did not have a Career Development Guide for firefighters to 

use as a reference and as a tool to help define their opportunities for professional growth. The purpose 

of this paper was to examine the benefits of career development and to compose a Career 

Development Guide for Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services personnel. Historical research methods were 

employed to answer the following research questions:  

1. What does the current literature say about career development? 

2. What benefits does the organization derive from career development? 

3. What benefits does the individual derive from career development? 

Action research methods were used to compose a Career Development Guide for Beaumont 

Fire/Rescue Services firefighters. 

 BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services has employed 234 career firefighters and is located on the 

Neches River in southeast Texas, near the Texas - Louisiana border. The department has been 

responsible for providing fire and first responder medical services to approximately 115,000 residents, 

and has responded within a jurisdiction of approximately 90 square miles. Beaumont has been home to 

Lamar University, who has offered an Associate’s degree program in Fire Protection Technology for 

many years. Even with a local university and a department sponsored tuition reimbursement program, 

firefighters generally have not taken advantage of the educational opportunities available to them. The 

following tables show the breakdown of personnel who have attended college and those who have been 

graduated: 
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Table 1 
Breakdown of Credited College Hours for Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services Personnel 

 
Total College Hours  

 
Number of Personnel 

 
Percentage 

 
Up to 30 semester hours 

 
17 

 
7.23% 

 
 30 to 60 semester hours 

 
15 

 
6.38% 

 
 60 to 120 semester hours 

 
39 

 
16.60% 

 
120+ semester hours 

 
21 

 
8.94% 

 
Total Personnel with College Hours  

 
91 

 
38.72% 

Table 2 
Breakdown of Degree Types Received by Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services Personnel 

 
Type of Degree 

 
Number of Personnel 

 
Percentage 

 
Associate’s Degree - Fire Protection Technology 

 
24 

 
10.21% 

 
Associate’s Degree - Other  

 
14 

 
5.96% 

 
Bachelor’s Degree - Fire Technology/Administration 

 
0 

 
0.00% 

 
Bachelor’s Degree - Other 

 
21 

 
8.94% 

 
Master’s Degree - Fire and Emergency Management 

 
0 

 
0.00% 

 
Master’s Degree - Other 

 
2 

 
0.85% 
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The impact, both past and present, of individuals not taking advantage of the educational 

opportunities available to them has adversely affected Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services in particular, and 

the fire service in general. Individual’s who have become stagnant in their careers are generally a drain 

on the organization. Bolman and Deal (1997) note that those who become stagnant underutilize human 

energy and talent, are frustrated individuals, and encourage people to withdraw, resist or rebel. If 

firefighters are to be viewed as professionals by the broader community and reap the benefits from that 

designation, they must move toward higher standards for themselves and their organizations. 

The cultural change required in making this move towards higher standards is directly related to 

“Unit 2 - Professional Development” and “Unit 7 - Organizational Culture” of the Executive 

Development course of the National Fire Academy’s Executive Fire Officer Program.  The 

professional development module stressed the importance of maximizing one’s learning potential, 

understanding one’s learning style, and developing a personal vision for oneself that is ultimately 

beneficial to the individual and the organization. The organizational culture module emphasized the 

profound impact that the established culture has on organizations, and indicated methods for groups to 

use that will contribute to “reworking” the organizational philosophy as a means of strengthening the 

system. The move towards professional development also has an indirect relationship to “Unit 10 - 

Service Quality.” The broader understanding created when a workforce is optimally developed will 

likely result in enhanced quality of services to the customer. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Arthur (1998) cited some alarming statistics about the American workforce: (a) Only 66 

percent of Americans who finish high school graduate with adequate skills; (b) One in every seven 

American adults is a functional illiterate, unable to read, write, calculate, or solve even simple problems; 

(c) Functionally illiterate people compromise 30 percent of unskilled workers, 29 percent of semiskilled 

workers, and 11 percent of all managers, professionals, and technicians; (d) Half of our nation’s 

industrial workers read at or below the eighth-grade level. 

Traditionally, the fire service has required minimal educational standards. In many departments, 

even today, there are firefighters that fall into the statistics cited above. In the early days of firefighting, 

physical strength and stamina were the most important qualities of a successful firefighter. But the nature 

of the fire service and requirements placed upon it have changed. The job of firefighter today has been 

recognized for its high risk, public responsibility, and professionalism (Booth, 1999). It has been noted 

that “that the job of a firefighter has moved from one that relies predominantly on brute strength to one 

with considerable intellectual demands.” (Booth, 1999, p. 69). This fact holds true not only for fire 

officers, where graduate degrees have become the norm, but for entry level firefighters as well. As this 

evolutionary trend continues, it has become increasingly important for firefighters and their organizations 

to take a closer look at current and future levels of expectations and their relationship to career and 

organizational development.  

“Today, a firefighter’s survival depends - literally and figuratively - on that firefighter’s 

commitment to learning and on the fire organization’s desire to provide valid opportunities for that 

learning to occur!” (Ryan, 1995, p.13).  It is then good resource management and makes sense to have 
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a better understanding of the personal and professional needs of our firefighters, and to have some kind 

of roadmap for them to follow (Compton, 1996). Helping firefighters to grow and develop has not only 

been the right thing to do, it’s been good business. Greene (1986) noted that, 

Through career development, employees have the opportunity to earn higher salaries, increase 

their responsibility and authority, and ultimately grow to their full potential. As this occurs, the 

department is provided with knowledgeable, effective employees who strive to improve 

themselves and their jobs. (p. 8)  

Granito (1992) stated that fire departments with positive public images, that have been viewed 

as efficient, effective and essential, are more likely to have received high levels of community support. It 

follows that marketing of fire and emergency services has been easier when the community at large has a 

positive perception of the quality of services that the department provides. Improved service quality that 

becomes possible through career development efforts, then, has helped contribute to the evolution of the 

fire service as a “profession.”  

 Templeton (1996) noted that the customer’s perception of service quality is shaped by: (a) The 

reliability of a product or service, (b) the responsiveness of the organization in meeting the customer’s 

needs, (c) the competence of employees, (d) the degree of access to products and services, (e) the 

courtesy exhibited by employees when interacting with customers, (f) the ability of the organization to 

communicate effectively with customers, (g) the credibility of the organization and its employees, (h) the 

protection of the customer from risk when consuming products or services, (i) the ability of the 

organization to understand the needs of the customer, (j) the appearance of walk-in sites, equipment 

and employees. 
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All of the factors listed above are positively affected when individuals and organizations choose 

career and organizational growth. The choices that people make at any given moment define them. They 

set the parameters for both happiness and success. Individuals and organizations can also re-write the 

beliefs that limit them or cause them difficulty if they so choose. Hanks, G. Pulsipher and D. Pulsipher 

(1997) shared a reminder of the critical need for a positive, forward-looking vision to guide these 

choices when they stated that, “the choices that we make expand or restrict the future possibilities and 

decisions available to us.” (p. 8). Personal and career growth helps establish and maintain this promising 

vision. 

Like individuals, groups have common beliefs. The collective beliefs shared by firefighters have 

defined the fire service. These beliefs have determined how departments, organizationally, have 

interpreted the rest of the world, and in turn, how the rest of the world has interpreted them. Successful 

organizations have worked to shape the collective beliefs of their personnel. A means to accomplish this 

organizational consistency has been a dedication to life-long learning. Dayton (1995) noted that “the 

trick is to continue learning new information and to look at the world around us with a fresh eye. 

Looking not just to reinforce what we already know, but to be open to new learning.” (p.14). 

Departments that have had a positive public image and strong community support are also 

better protected from outside threats. St. John (1994) listed the three following threats to the fire 

department’s continued survival: (a) the increased competition with other municipal departments for 

often scarce financial resources, (b) the consolidation of municipal departments to provide similar 

services and to achieve greater economic efficiency, (c) the privatization of government services to 

reduce operating expenses and lower taxes. 
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Growth and development efforts have also been essential in avoiding legal threats.  Developing 

personnel as a means of strengthening organizations has helped to provide needed legal protection for 

workers and departments. Weiss (1995) noted that customers and employees have discovered their 

civil, contract and tort rights. He stressed the importance of combating ignorance of the legal system 

when he stated,  

  Few managers consciously decide to breach a contract, or to discriminate, or to violate public 

policy. Instead, they find themselves in trouble because they did not think at all or because they 

spoke or acted out of ignorance of the law. Still, ignorance of the law is no defense.” (p. 3). 

To summarize the literature, development of people and organizations has been much more 

complex than compiling a list of job descriptions and course offerings. Individually and organizationally, 

it has centered on the choices that are made and the risks that are taken. It has been a difficult mix of 

teaching, coaching, modeling and mentoring positive life and work-related knowledge and skills. It has 

been much more than any single handbook could communicate. It has been dedication to ourselves and 

others. 

The literature stated very clearly the complexity of the process and the necessity for guidance in 

making choices, both career and personal. Bolman and Deal (1997) summarized this concept when they 

said, 

(We) need to understand that any event or process can serve multiple purposes and that 

different participants are often operating in different frames. They need a diagnostic map that 

helps them assess which frames are likely to be salient and helpful in any given situation. Several 

lines of recent research find that effective leaders and effective organizations rely on multiple 
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frames. Studies all point to the need for multiple perspectives in developing a holistic picture of 

complex systems. (p. 279). 

Structured career development has provided guidance to individuals who have varied ambitions 

and goals. It has helped define career options, and has pointed people in a positive direction. It has 

been an aid, or tool that has helped workers make better choices. In a world full of differing 

perspectives, it has been a roadmap that has helped spawn individual and organizational growth along 

common lines.  

Finding common threads while broadening one’s perspective has been an essential element to 

career and personal growth. It has become critical that people understand the differing needs, desires, 

interests, skills, values and personalities of others (Tieger & Barron-Tieger, 1995), and be able to 

integrate them effectively. Bolman and Deal (1997) expressed this idea when they stated, “Our theories 

and images determine what we see, what we do, and what we accomplish. Perspectives too simple or 

too narrow become fallacies that cloud rather than illuminate.” (p. 34).  

 

 PROCEDURES 

Research Methodology 

This research project employed a historical research methodology to examine the meaning of 

career development and to explore the individual and organizational benefits of career development 

efforts. The procedure used to complete this portion of the project was a thorough review of current 

literature. The literature review targeted journals, magazines, and books that contained information on 

career and personal development, their interrelatedness, benefits, and importance to individual and 
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organizational success. 

An action research methodology was employed to compose a Career Development Guide for 

Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services personnel. The procedure used to develop the guide included review of 

guides previously developed from six fire departments from across the country, including Fullerton (CA) 

Fire Department, Phoenix (AZ) Fire Department, Glendale (AZ) Fire Department, Fairfax County (VA) 

Fire Department, San Clemente (CA) Fire Department and Sugarland (TX) Fire Department. The 

resulting document, appearing in the Appendix, was both a synthesis and adaptation of the guides 

mentioned previously. The guide also includes information gained through the literature review and other 

pertinent materials obtained from the Texas Commission on Fire Protection, various universities, and the 

National Fire Academy.  

Limitations  

The primary limitation affecting this research project was time. The six month time frame was a 

major consideration when faced with the sheer volume of materials available related to career and 

personal development. While the literature review referenced a variety of materials, it would have been 

prohibitive to allocate additional time on identifying potentially useful references at the expense of 

completing the Career Development Guide itself. 

Another limitation that was directly related to time was the review of guides from only six fire 

departments. These guides were a small sample of what may be available from across the country. A 

more complete review of the resources used by other fire departments could have produced a more 

refined product. 
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 RESULTS 

A copy of the Beaumont Fire/Rescue Services Career Development guide is provided in the 

Appendix of this project. 

Answers to Research Questions  

1. What does the current literature say about career development? 

Career development has been a critical ingredient to the success of  individuals and 

organizations. Current literature recognized that career development has built success at work and in life 

through improved competence, interpersonal skills, dependability, and compatibility of personnel. It has 

raised the skill and ability level of employees, and improved service quality.  It has raised individual’s 

self esteem through personal achievements and recognition. 

The literature consistently emphasized the importance of lifelong learning in the career 

development process. Ryan (1995) noted that, “careers in the emergency response professions require 

a personal and organizational commitment to both initial and continuing education.” (p. 13). Technology 

and other changes have forced individuals and organizations to continually evolve and to keep pace 

through lifelong learning and updating. 

The importance of setting goals and establishing a learning plan as a guide also was stressed. 

Many individuals who have taken courses strictly because they enjoyed them have become discouraged 

when those studies have failed to secure for them the position that they desire. Career development 

should help to create balanced individuals, but it should also address an individual’s arsenal of talents, 

abilities, skills and knowledge that can be utilized on the job. 

The literature suggested that individuals complete a personal inventory to define their strengths 
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and weaknesses. Essential to this inventory has been determining one’s beliefs, attitudes, and values 

relative to work and interpersonal relationships. In doing this, Tieger and Baron-Tieger (1995) 

suggested that individuals can find and keep truly fulfilling jobs that enhance the quality of their lives. The 

primary point and main interest has been in helping employees figure out what career satisfaction is for 

them and helping them to create it. 

Moses (1998) listed five career myths that are key principles of managing a career. She stated 

that seeing these myths objectively and realistically is the first step toward becoming a career activist: (a) 

The grass is always greener, (b) there is a perfect skill set for the future, (c) there is a perfect job out 

there for me, (d) there is an easy answer, (e) there are clear career paths. 

Buying in to these myths has stifled job satisfaction and has created disgruntled employees. The reality 

of the situation has been that selecting a career path and making career decisions is hard work and 

sometimes requires difficult trade-offs. 

2. What benefits does the organization derive from career development? 

Bolman and Deal (1997) noted that “employees are hired to do a job but always bring social 

and personal needs with them to the workplace. Both individual satisfaction and organizational 

effectiveness depend heavily on the quality of interpersonal relationships.” (p. 158). How people feel 

about their careers has affected morale, attendance, productivity, and loyalty to an organization. 

Compton (1996) emphasized that the environment that a person works in sets the stage for collective 

and individual success. Departments that have invested in employees by supporting their career 

development efforts have built trusting relationships, have gotten the most out of employees, and have 

retained those with the most potential. 
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Organizations benefit from the empowerment and vision derived from employee’s career 

development. These attributes have been proven essential to team performance and service quality. To 

take advantage of these traits, Waitley (1998) stressed that organizations should seek individuals who 

are internally motivated, who hold their work important for its own sake, who love their field or industry, 

and who seek the exhilaration of testing their limits and contributing to the world.  

Career development is one of the most important investments that can be made in an 

organization’s future. “It’s not just our job to manage things today but to develop the people in the 

organization to manage and lead tomorrow.” (Compton, 1996, p. 20). The responsibility of the 

organization has been to build the future by preparing members for it. This preparation has taken place 

by encouraging and coaching, by making educational opportunities available, and by mentoring 

members to preparing them for future assignments. 

3. What benefits does the individual derive from career development? 

Career development has been achieved in a number of different ways. The primary method 

employed today has been to attend a college or university. Booth (1999) cited a study performed by the 

Police Executive Research Foundation which found 17 reasons that a college education benefits 

candidates coming in to the protective services: 

1.  A college education develops a broader base of information for decision making. Firefighters 

with a broader knowledge base are more likely to make appropriate decisions during stressful 

situations. 

2. A college education provides additional years and experiences for increasing maturity. 

Mature firefighters are also more likely to perform effectively when faced with difficult situations. 
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3. A college education inculcates responsibility in the individual through course requirements and 

achievements. The persistence and dedication required in attaining a college degree helps to build an  

individual’s sense of personal responsibility and accountability.  

4.  A college education permits the individual to learn more about the societal and historical 

forces that shape our country. This broadening of understanding can help firefighters empathize and deal 

more effectively with those groups or individuals different from themselves. 

5. A college education engenders the ability to handle difficult or ambiguous situations with 

greater creativity and innovations. Firefighters must handle situations that no other organization or group 

will attempt to resolve. An innovative mind-set and the ability to form creative solutions quickly are 

critically needed aptitudes. 

6. A college education develops a greater empathy for minorities and their discriminatory 

experiences both through course work and interactions in the academic environment. Firefighters relate 

to persons from all walks of life every day. The ability to understand and show empathy to those 

discriminated against helps build stronger communities and departments. 

7. A college education engenders understanding and tolerance for persons with different 

lifestyles and ideologies. Broadened perspectives and increased tolerance are essential for firefighters so 

that all persons within the community are served equally. 

8. A college education leads to less rigid decision making. Learning to think creatively when 

reacting to the differing and sometimes complex demands of the college experience builds creative 

decision making in real world situations. 

9. A college education helps individuals communicate to the service needs of the public in a 
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competent manner. Firefighters who are more knowledgeable, empathetic and in touch with the needs 

of the community will provide better service to citizens. 

10. A college education makes individuals more innovative and flexible when dealing with 

complex problems. Creativity and innovation are born of a progressive thought process. College studies 

help to mold this process. 

11. A college education allows individuals to better perform tasks with little or no supervision. 

With higher education, firefighters are more able to handle day-to-day demands and make routine 

decisions on their own. 

12. A college education helps individuals develop better overall community relation skills. Better 

communication skills and understanding of others help firefighters to interact more effectively with all 

community groups and individuals. 

13. A college education engenders a more “professional” demeanor and performance. 

Firefighters who have worked to attain their degree perceive themselves as professionals, and they are 

more likely to exhibit behaviors and attitudes that are considered to be “professional.”. 

14. A college education enables individuals to better cope with stress and to be more likely to 

seek assistance with personal or stress-related problems. Broadened perspectives and understanding of 

others helps firefighters to realize that stress and its related problems are  common, and that seeking 

help is a positive step. 

15. A college education enables individuals to adapt their styles of communication and behavior 

to a wider range of social conditions. Firefighters must be able to interact effectively with all members of 

the community. The ability to adapt and to create understanding is an essential skill. 
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16. A college education tends to make individuals less authoritarian and less cynical. Belief in 

the potential of oneself and others is an important element in personal development and mentoring 

others. Firefighters must create a positive vision for themselves and their organizations. 

17. A college education enables individuals to more readily accept and adapt to organizational 

change. Understanding the needs of the organization as well as one’s personal needs helps firefighters to 

better adapt to changing job requirements and situations.. 

Human resource assumptions have emphasized the fit between individuals and organizations. 

Career development has helped workers find and maintain work situations that have suited both parties. 

“When this fit is good, both benefit: individuals find satisfaction and meaning in work; the organization 

makes effective use of individual talent and energy.” (Bolman & Deal, 1997, p. 140). 

Finally, the incremental successes experienced during the career development process has 

helped to build self esteem. Pitino (1997) stated that self esteem has to be earned if it is to have 

significant value. He continued by stating,  

Now that we have established that high self-esteem is essential for achievement - and we realize 

that self esteem grows out of our work ethic and our plan of attack - we are ready for the next 

step. We are ready to start demanding more of ourselves. (p. 41) 

 

 DISCUSSION 

The literature recognized that career development is essential to successful organizations. To 

insure that this development is fostered, fire chiefs and managers must take steps to guarantee that the 

individuals both hired and promoted can operate at specified intellectual/skill levels, and that they are 
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open to life-long learning experiences. The fire service must shift its focus from a severe emphasis on the 

physical aspects of the job to a more balanced approach, one that equally sheds light on the increasing 

mental requirements that are placed upon the emergency services today. Taking the appropriate steps to 

hire and promote those individuals who are strong - mentally, emotionally, and physically  - has become 

and will remain an increasingly central focus within the profession. 

Career development also serves to protect  individuals and organizations from the host of 

potential legal actions that are present today. While there is no way to completely protect oneself from 

the possibility of litigation, it is essential that individuals and departments do all that is feasible. The 

individual who is knowledgeable and skillful is less likely to make careless mistakes, and is more likely 

to be able to defend false or misperceived allegations. 

The literature also unanimously supported career development as a means to more effective 

organizations. Individually and organizationally, firefighters must eliminate the negative beliefs that do not 

serve them, impede their success, and leave them dissatisfied. They must realize how deeply imbedded 

current perceptions are, and how all must come together to change them. As Covey (1990) stated, 

“We began to realize that if we wanted to change the situation, we first had to change ourselves. And to 

change ourselves effectively, we first had to change our perceptions.” (p. 18). Career development can 

help bring about this change by broadening individual’s perspectives and changing their perceptions. 

This can increase employee’s job satisfaction and strengthen their commitment to the organization. 

The literature also agreed that career development efforts are beneficial to the individual 

employee. Personnel are free to grow to their full potential as persons and employees with increased 

knowledge and a broadening of perspectives. They can become more open-minded and are in a 
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position to advance, earn more money, and increase their level of authority and responsibility. They 

become more satisfied workers when they believe that the organization has their best interests at heart. 

It was noted that the positive public image generated as a byproduct of career development 

efforts is priceless to departments. Community support is a necessity for emergency services 

organizations, and those who are viewed as efficient, effective and essential will prosper. Those 

departments who exhibit the improved service quality that is associated with career development 

initiatives, will likely reap increased benefits and enhanced status in the community. 

The organization must do all that it can to foster the development of its employees, but the 

organization can not do it all. There is an important element of individual responsibility and accountability 

that is present in any career development process. Fox (1998) advises workers to take charge of their 

careers. He stated that,  

Your destiny and your career growth are your responsibility, no one else’s. You have to know 

what you want. You have to design the plan to get there. You have to determine what skills and 

functional expertise are needed to get to the top in your company. Your responsibility is to 

acquire that experience. (p.7) 

 

 RECOMMENDATIONS 

According to Schein (1990), managers and leaders can work to effect change in the 

organizational culture. Based on the review of the literature and supporting documents, the following 

recommendations are made to enhance the career development process for Beaumont Fire/Rescue 

Services and other fire departments: 
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1. Management should make a formal statement of organizational philosophy that includes and 

emphasizes the department’s commitment to career and personal development efforts. Members should 

know exactly what the department stands for and, in turn, what is expected of them. 

2. Management should deliberately role model life-long learning. Their continual development 

efforts should be visible to department members. As Covey (1990) stated, “In the last analysis, what 

we are communicates far more eloquently than anything we say or do.” (p. 22). 

3. Management should design the physical environment to foster development efforts. There 

should be a range of books, periodicals, journals, videos and other personal and professional 

development materials readily available to personnel interested in acquiring more knowledge. 
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4. Management should pay attention to and formally recognize those individuals who give the 

extra effort that is required in developing themselves and the organization. They should develop explicit 

reward and status systems, including  monetary and other incentives for furthering one’s education and 

development in the profession. 

5. Management should utilize good information control. They should disseminate accurate 

information, foster open communication, and monitor the grapevine to counter inaccurate rumors and 

speculation. 

6. Management should establish higher standards for recruitment, selection, and promotion. 

Hiring, socializing, and promoting members who “fit” within the new culture of the fire service and who 

meet the changing needs of the organization will be invaluable to the establishment of a more 

professional department and fire service. 
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